In 1998-1999 a survey of coccidiosis in wild rabbits was carried out in six different localities in France. About five individuals were caught monthly in each locality and a total of 254 wild rabbits was examined. Ten species of Coccidia were identified: Eimeria perforans, E. flavescens, E. piriformis, E. exigua, E. media, E. magna, E. coecicola, E. stiedai, E. roobroucki, E. inteslinalis. Intensity of infection in young individuals was higher than in adults. Intensity was highest in winter but, as there are no young rabbits in winter, in young individuals it was higher in spring and autumn than in summer. Intensities were higher in the northern rather than in southern localities. Ranking of prevalence was remarkably stable, in contrast to the variability of the parasitic load. The equilibrium between congeneric species of rabbit coccidia (stable prevalence rank, variable parasitic load) is thought to be probably the consequence of the opportunistic feeding habits of rabbits 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
STUDY AREAS
The survey was carried out in six study areas. It was not possible to evaluate, in the various reserves, the rabbits density per hectare.
SAMPLING
Five rabbits were usually caught each month from February 1998 to February 1999 in the five mainland areas.
Twenty rabbits were caught on a single occasion in the Beniguet reserve, on the 23 and 24th of September 1998.
Caecal contents were diluted with two volumes of 2.5 % potassium dichromate solution and samples were kept for three days at room temperature of 24° C, in large Petri dishes to allow maturation of the oocysts. The faecal suspensions were then filtered through sieves of decreasing mesh size (400 µm, 200 urn, 100 µm). Oocysts were isolated by magnesium sulphate flotation, identified and counted with the aid of a MacMaster cell. Results are expressed as the number of oocysts per gram of caecal contents. The age of rabbits was evaluated by weighing the crystalline lenses, previously fixed with formaldehyde solution. Rabbits were classified as young (crystalline lenses weighing less than 100 mg) or adult (crystalline lenses weighing more than 100 mg) according to Myers & Gilbert (1968) . Sporulated oocysts were identified according to the published morphological criteria, particularly those of Coudert et al. (1995) . 
RESULTS
T en species were identified:
Massereau Gerstheim
(n = 44) (n = 19) (n = 19) (n = 53) (n = 39) (n = 43) 0.7 ± 0.4 0 0.1 ± 0.1 2 ± 2 1 ± 1 Table I . -Mean parasitic load of adult rabbits according to locality (± standard deviation).
EIMERIA OF WILD RABBFTS
Arjuzanx Béniguet Chèvreloup Donzère-M. Massereau Gerstheim (n = 9) (n = 1) (n = 9) (n = 7) (n = 1) (n = 10) tables and graphs. They may however be found in V. Grès thesis (2001): i) the mean parasite load of adult (Table I ) and young (Table II) rabbits from each locality (for all seasons together);
ii) the mean parasite load of adult (Table III) and young (Table IV) rabbits at different seasons;
iii) prevalences of the different species in each study area throughout the year, in adult ( Fig. 1) and young ( Fig. 2) rabbits; and iv) prevalences of the different species in adult (Fig. 3) and young (Fig. 4) rabbits according to the season.
There were no young rabbits present in winter.
INTENSITY OF INFECTION
Parasite load was variable in young rabbits, possibly depending on the uncertain chance of their becoming infected.
In adult rabbits, intensity of infection was generally highest in winter. In young animals it was higher in spring and autumn than in summer except for E. piriformis and E. magna.
In adult rabbits, the intensity of infection was generally highest in winter.
The principal feature determining the intensity of infec- 
PREVALENCES
In adult rabbits, prevalence was highest with two species, E. perforans and E. flavescens; it was moderately high with E. media and E. piriformis, and generally low with the six other species.
Results from young rabbits were available (Figs 2 and 4) from only four locations (seven to 10 rabbits examined from each): Arjuzanx, Chevreloup, Donzère-Mondragon and Gershteim. E. roobrouki was absent and E. intestinalis was found only in Chevreloup. Prevalences were, with few exceptions, remarkably similar in the different localities: nearly 100 % with E. perforans and E. flavescens and 70 % with the six other species. Two exceptions were E. piriformis, absent from Gerstheim, and E. exigua and E. coecicola, which had low prevalences (around 10-30 %) in Arjuzanx and Donzère-Mondragon.
The histogram of prevalence (Fig. 4) according to season shows least variability in autumn compared with spring and summer, i.e. E. perforans and E. flavescens around 100 % and the six other species around 70 %. With the adult rabbits, in contrast with the variability of parasite load according to location (Fig. 1) or this type of study, precise specific identification is necessary but the systematics of Coccidia are difficult. Congeneric species are frequent with the Nematodes, for example, and their morphology is varied with many differential characters, while with Eimeria the morphology of the oocyst, which is the main criterion is a weak character. Confusion between species is always possible and it is disturbing to find in the literature different biological characters assigned to the same species by reliable authors. In the same way the origin of strains is not always specified, and biological differences observed amongst strains may in fact represent subspeciation. The parasitism of domestic rabbits differs from that in the wild: Zundel (1979) carried out a survey in breeding colonies in different parts of France and listed nine intestinal species. Two of the species recorded, although designated by different names, correspond to species found by us in the wild: Eimeria sp. sensu Zundel = E. flavescens. and E. neoleporis sensu Zundel = E. coecicola.
His list differs from ours by the presence of E. irresidua and the absence of E. exigua and E. roobroucki.
The percentages of prevalence (P) and parasite load (PL) were approximately as follows: E. perforans: P 87 % , PL 37 %; E. media: P 55 %, PL 10 %; E. magna: P 53 %, PL 37 %; flavescens: P 30 %, PL 1 %; E. irresidua: P 25 % , PL 1 %; E. intestinalis-. P 21 %, PL 10 %; E. piriformis: P 13 %, PL 1 %; and E. coecicola: P 11 %, PL 10 %. However, contraty to what we observed with wild rabbits, the ranking of prevalence varied from one region to the other. The predominance in breeding colonies of domestic rabbits of the three species E. perforans, E. media and E. magna has also been reported in Italy (Gallazzi, 1977) , England (Catchpole & Norton, 1979) , Belgium (Peeters & Geeroms, 1981) , Saudi Arabia (Kasim & AlShawa, 1987) , Nigeria (Okewole, 1990) , and India (Souza et al., 1993) . These species remained dominant in the industrial breeding colonies after developing resistance to robenidine.
In contrast to these observations, in the wild rabbit in its natural environment, in south-west Australia, Hobbs & Twigg (1998) This was not true, however, for the parasite intensities.
THE BALANCE BETWEEN CONGENERIC SPECIES
Several factors have influenced speciation of Eimeria in rabbits: a long evolutionary period, the Lagomorpha having evolved little since the Eocene and having retained their parasitic fauna, and geographical isolation together with monoxenous life cycles and oocysts which appear to be (Coudert & Ivoré, 1973) fragile and destroyed by heat.
Rabbits are strictly herbivorous, but they are opportunistic feeders which accounts for the variability of parasite intensity from each individual. However the stability of the rank of prevalence indicates an ancient and highly stable equilibrium.
